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This essay is about hungry students in poverty at a community college in Hawaiʻi, 
and the quest for an institutionalized service to address food insecurity on 
campus. 
I should start by admitting that I grew up in Kalihi in the 1960s and 70s, and 
had to run fast to hang on to my twenty-five cents lunch money. I was a master of 
catching the city bus, and I always knew to “squirrel” snacks. I knew all the fruit 
trees with easy access in a two-mile radius of my Hicks home. Fortunately, I never 
knew childhood hunger, as  both my parents were employed (Pearl Harbor and 
Leahi Hospital). I was fairly popular on my street, because I could always provide 
after-school cookies and snacks to the neighborhood kids. I graduated from 
Farrington High School and received a University of Hawaiʻi Master’s in Social 
Work in 1985, and after working two jobs (full-time Social Worker III at the 
Department of Human Services and part-time cruise director on a mai-tai madness 
catamaran), I decided that O a̒hu was too expensive for me. Despite working two 
jobs and feeling extremely independent, I was sneaking canned goods from my par­
ents’ pantry every chance I got. 
In January 1987 I made the move to Hilo. After checking out Kauaʻi and Maui 
social work state jobs for a transfer, I quickly realized my money would go a lot fur­
ther on Hawaiʻi island. I worked nearly fifteen years for DHS and then was an exec­
utive director for a non-profit for eight years. In 1990, I started teaching night 
classes at Hawaiʻi Community College (HawCC). Sociology 100 and introductory 
Social Sciences courses were my assignments, and I wanted students to know that 
despite humble beginnings they too can achieve middle class bliss if they ride the 
higher education train. The value of the college train? Increased earning power, 
improved working conditions, increased personal and professional mobility, 
improved health and life expectancy, improved quality of life for offspring, better 
consumer decision-making, increased personal status, more hobbies and leisure 
activities, etc., etc., etc. Want to get on board? 
In 2009, I joined HawCC as a tenure-track Social Sciences instructor, and was 
so thrilled to be on this train. But I soon learned that despite encouraging and moti­
vating words that students can achieve anything with education, my surroundings 
were not acknowledging an obvious challenge. Many students are hungry. They live 
with food insecurity. 
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Hawaiʻi island has the highest rate of poverty in the state, the most child deaths 
due to child abuse and neglect, and in a recent Feeding America survey, twenty-six 
percent of school-aged children shared that they were food insecure, not knowing 
where their next meal would come from during the weekend. According to Aloha 
United Way’s ALICE (Asset Limited, Income Constrained, Employed) report, for-
ty-eight percent of Hawaiʻi County’s households are below the ALICE poverty 
threshold, the highest percentage of any county in the state. 
The average age of a student at the Hawaiʻi Community College is twenty-six 
years old. About thirty percent identify as Native Hawaiian. Sixty percent have chil­
dren and work a part-time job despite being a full-time student, or attend school 
part-time and work. You know the song—the high price of living in paradise. Even 
in Hawaiʻi County! 
It became clear that most students are in the thick of life, and could not relate 
or identify to many of the sociology terms without realizing that when we discuss 
poverty, we are talking about the majority of the neighborhoods and large private 
subdivisions on Hawaiʻi island (catchment systems and gravel/dirt roads, marginal 
utilities and services). Because Hawaiʻi island is so large and rural, with a struggling 
public mass transit system, most students will spend any discretionary funds on 
reliable transportation. Food is a necessity you can budget. You have more discre­
tion, or can get public assistance, especially if you have dependent children. 
No matter what time of the day, in every class I teach, students are hungry. 
They welcome snacks, but truly fall over themselves and think you are the best if 
you share a pizza or crock-pot specialty. A few colleagues call me “Bananas”— 
mainly because I usually have apple bananas to share with students and anyone in 
my path. I am sure other instructors provide snacks to assist in the learning 
environment, but why doesn’t the school take on providing a more meaningful, 
comprehensive service for students who are hungry? 
The majority of the faculty and instructors seem to be nice well-meaning 
people, but where are they from and did they ever go hungry? (Diet no count!) Did 
they ever get free lunch or food stamps? Can they truly understand, care, or relate 
to the majority of students who are hungry? 
Since 2010, I have coordinated and facilitated emergency food and food distri­
butions at Hawaiʻi Community College. We started small, with the assistance of 
students who volunteered through course assignments and service learning proj­
ects. Since 2016, with the financial support of the school’s student government, I 
have coordinated a monthly food and emergency food response. 
It has been a lonely path of service. The Food Bank has always been coopera­
tive; I worked and volunteered there for eight years. Initially using my own car, the 
school office, and personal funds, I managed to offer monthly food distributions 
and emergency boxes to students or whoever called or came to the event. Since 
2017, several faculty members and instructors have helped drive the school truck 
to pick up the food, pass it out, and clean up. Despite volunteers serving over 
seventy-five students and their households per month, the school has not offered a 
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dedicated space or position to assist, let alone provided any funding. Student vol­
unteers from school organizations distribute the food each month. 
In all the years of providing food distribution, I have received the following: 
twice a lecturer gave me forty dollars, which allowed me to buy cases of cup noodles 
to distribute, and a technician provided two cases of pork ‘n’ beans. 
There is a campus joke that if you want a school-sponsored event to have a 
large turnout you need to serve food, give out bentos, or at the very least have 
snacks. Yet the administration and even food service programs will not make a con­
certed effort to feed the hungry on our campus. 
How could this be? Why is it that the school does not allow food stamps at the 
cafeteria? Why is there such a lack of concern or care? Is liability a concern? Is it 
embarrassing to admit we have hungry adults on campus? 
How is it that a community college in Hawaiʻi does not have people concerned 
about hunger in decision-making positions? Perhaps the UH System hires qualified 
people who have never experienced poverty, or who do not understand the basic 
challenges our students face. Is no one willing to be the food champion, and give up 
space or funds to support students who could use a nutritional boost—a free bag of 
groceries once a week, or a free sandwich or bowl of stew? Believing that a menu of 
cup noodles and dry ramen is a college student rite of passage is crude and 
insensitive. 
The lack of caring is harsh in an environment that talks repeatedly about being 
an ʻohana and kauhale of learning, while ignoring a most basic need—food. Why 
does the rhetoric not reflect basic services, such as providing food for hungry stu­
dents in an organized “institutionalized” manner?
How to keep students on that higher education train? Well, let’s make sure 
they have access to food on and off campus. We can still have the status quo 
offerings, but because the cafeteria already takes credit cards, it can also accommo­
date EBT (Electronic Benefits Transfer) cards. 
As one of this train’s conductors, I will continue to support monthly emergency 
food distribution and the same day drop of commodity food from our community 
food bank. I will continue to respond to emergency food requests, and will offer 
bananas and snacks in my classes. Encouraging a more comprehensive approach to 
dealing with hunger on campus will probably take more politicking than I am used 
to, but let’s start by asking colleagues and administrators, “Who do you truly care 
about at this community college?” 
If they answer “students” then let’s throw in “hungry students.” Let’s be real 
about the challenges they face, and how we can alleviate hunger on campus. Let’s 
strive to offer free lunches several times a week, and allow students to buy cafeteria 
food with food stamps or the electronic food benefits many of them receive. Let’s 
have the agriculture program grow greens and fruits to be given away at the distri­
butions or at the student lounge on a regular basis. We witnessed during COVID-19 
that institutions can move quickly to address student needs when forced to. 
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Lastly, let’s hire qualified people who understand poverty, and who realize that 
learning happens better when someone’s stomach is full, and when students know 
they truly matter. 
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